INTRODUCTION
The Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (SDRT) is an English Language Proficiency test that was first published in 1966 . The Fourth Edition, published in 1996, is appropriate for use with English First Language speakers from Grade One to Grade Twelve. The SDRT uses diagnostic criteria to provide detailed information about different reading skills and it 'places more emphasis on the low achiever' (Karlsen & Gardner, 1986:3) , which allows for a more accurate assessment of learners with varying English language abilities. In South Africa this is particularly important as the majority of learners are not first language English speakers but are being educated in English (Barry, 2001; Heugh, 2009 ). The SDRT is one of the few formal reading tests that measure different levels of reading comprehension , 1994 . In South Africa, most learners have mastered decoding skills by Grade Eight but many struggle with reading comprehension, especially the English Additional Language (EAL) learners (Pretorius, 2010) . Difficulty in reading comprehension is a barrier to learning that precludes effective use of textbooks particularly when 'learning to read' gives way to 'reading to learn' (Pretorius, 2010) . Therefore, a test such as the SDRT that identifies a learner's strengths and areas for growth in terms of different levels of reading comprehension is valuable.
The SDRT, as an American-developed test, has been standardised for the US population only. Foxcroft and Roodt (2005) highlight the relationship between assessment measures and their context. 'Assessment measures are usually developed in a certain context (society or culture) for a specific purpose and the normative information used to interpret test performance is limited to the characteristics of the normative sample. Consequently, the appropriateness of an assessment measure for an individual, group or organisation from another context, culture or society cannot be assumed without an investigation into possible test bias and without strong consideration being given to adapting and re-norming the measure' (Foxcroft & Roodt, 2005:5) . The suitability of the SDRT in the South African context, therefore, requires consideration.
The reliability and validity of a test can be compromised when it is used in a context other than the one in which it was developed, particularly when it is administered to people from a different culture to those for whom the test was devised. Cross-cultural testing involves attempting to eliminate from a test those features that may disadvantage people whose beliefs, knowledge, perceptions and experiences are different to those for whom the test was designed (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997) . For example, the value attached to the speed of completing a test is a factor that varies across culture and, therefore, cross-cultural tests attempt to limit the influence of time on performance. Test content is frequently culture-specific so the content of cross-cultural tests needs to be considered carefully to ensure that people from different cultures have the experiential background to understand the content (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997) .
The diversity of experiences in South Africa makes it difficult to define a singular context of South African learners. Similarly, the multicultural nature of South African society begs the question of whether different assessment measures or norms should be developed for different cultural or socio-economic groups (an option that is neither practical nor economically viable and could be described as a type of discrimination) (Owen, 1998) . There are some psychologists who advocate that assessment measures either be modified or newly created for specific cultural groups (Helms, 1992 & Davidson, 1995 . In response to Davidson (1995) , Dyck (1996) states that 'such a racially specific approach to assessment is based on inappropriate racial stereotyping [and] a confounding of cultural (categorical) variables with individual (continuous) variables.' Thus, there is potential for discrimination even under the pretext of making a measure more culturally appropriate. Shuttleworth-Jordan (1996:96) further appeals against a form of nihilism in South Africa that assumes that 'all tests in common usage on Westernised populations should be abandoned and new culturally relevant and appropriately standardised tests should be designed'. She cautions that there is often 'erroneous exaggeration of cultural effects, which fails to take into account the acculturation process' (Shuttleworth-Jordan, 1996:96) . She argues that in South Africa people are at different stages of urbanisation, Westernisation and literacy. She notes that differences in test performance are frequently attributed to cultural differences when it is, in fact, differences in levels of education that have led to the discrepancy (Skuy, Schutte, Fridjhon & O'Carroll, 2001; Shuttleworth-Edwards, Kemp, Rust, Muirhead, Hartman & Radloff, 2004 Tapping Test) . The results indicated that although the African first language students scored consistently below the English first language students, the difference between the mean scores of the two groups was within one standard deviation and, therefore, had little clinical significance. In explaining the poorer performance of the African first language students, Shuttleworth-Jordan argued that the long-term educational history of the African first language students may have provided fewer opportunities for quality education in comparison to the educational history of the English first language students. Further studies have supported the quality of education as having greater impact than language on performance of South African students on educational and neuropsychological tests (Skuy, Schutte, Fridjhon & O'Carroll, 2001; Shuttleworth-Edwards et al., 2004) . Shuttleworth-Jordan (1996) warns that misattribution of lower test scores to socio-cultural factors risks the failure to identify real impairments in cognitive or educational functioning for this population.
Finding ways to assess every individual fairly is not an easy task. Standardised tests have significant value in terms of being well researched, valid and reliable measures of welldefined constructs. It is a challenge to find ways to adapt tests so that they become more appropriate for the context but retain their reliability and validity.
This study investigated the SDRT for the assessment of English auditory vocabulary and reading comprehension in the South African context by determining the reliability and validity of the SDRT for Grade Eight learners. A number of studies, both internationally and locally, have used the SDRT (Carter, 2012; Lipka & Siegel, 2012; Ping-Ha & Chi-Ting, 2000; Pretorius, 2000; Winnett, 2008) , but the appropriateness of using the SDRT with first and second language English speakers in South Africa has not been investigated. The performance of English First Language (EFL) and English Additional Language (EAL) learners on the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT was explored. The study focused on whether there are items in the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT that might disadvantage either EFL or EAL South African learners. The test's validity was further explored by determining if the test was an 'equally valid indicator of performance for both sexes' (Neale, 1989:58) . In addition, the SDRT's construct or internal validity, that is, the extent to which the test produces results that can only be attributed to a single factor, was examined. Validity was determined through item analysis in which item bias may be identified. Item bias refers to those items that may disadvantage different groups (Kanjee, 2005 In the discussion of the results some underlying reasons for the differences or similarities in the performances of these groups, and the suitability of the SDRT for use with South African learners are considered.
Method
This was a longitudinal quantitative study with data collected over three years. The independent participant variables defining the groups were language, English First Language (EFL) or English Additional Language (EAL) and gender. The dependent variable was performance on the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT. The descriptive data did not demonstrate a cause-and-effect explanation for the relationship between the variables, but merely described the relationship between the variables.
The purposive sample consisted of 631 Grade Eight learners in three consecutive years. All 631 learners attended an English medium, government school in Johannesburg, South Africa. Each of the learners had received at least five years of education at an English medium school prior to the study. The learners had all attended the same primary schools in the area and were from similar socio-economic backgrounds. Approximately a third of the learners (279 learners) spoke English as a First Language (EFL) while the remainder (352 learners) spoke English as an Additional Language (EAL) and their home language was one of the official African languages. 1 There were 316 male and 315 female learners, with 154 males and 125 females in the EFL group and 162 males and 190 females in the EAL group (see Table 1 ). 
Materials
The measures administered in the study were a biographical questionnaire and the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the Brown Level of the SDRT (Karlsen & Gardner, 1994) . The biographical questionnaire enquired about the learners' age, first language and the number of years spent in an English medium school. The SDRT is a group-administered multiple-choice test that measures decoding (phonics and auditory, and visual discrimination), vocabulary (word identification and meaning), comprehension (understanding of texts), and rate (pace of reading and ability to skim read). The grading of the test reflects the developmental process of reading that assumes that reading skills and the nature of the reading material become more complex as a child progresses through the school grades (Karlsen & Gardner, 1994) . Therefore, the successive levels of the SDRT begin with decoding, and progress to increasing levels of vocabulary, comprehension and reading rate (Karlsen, Madden & Gardner, 1986 ). The assumption is that reading comprehension is the objective of reading and that vocabulary and decoding are skills required to enhance comprehension (Cain, Oakhill & Lemmon, 2004; Geva & Farnia, 2012; Joshi, 2005; Karlsen & Gardner, 1994; Ricketts, Nation & Bishop, 2007) . Once comprehension is mastered, the rate at which readers can comprehend should increase (Karlsen & Gardner, 1994) .
The SDRT's major purpose is diagnosing reading strengths and weaknesses . However, it is also used to provide information about reading progress, identifying learners in need of additional reading support, providing data on the effectiveness of support and intervention programs, and early indication of learner placement (San Diego Unified School District: Standards, Assessment, and Accountability Division, 2003) . In addition, the SDRT is different from other reading tests in two ways. Firstly, as a diagnostic instrument the SDRT provides 'more detailed coverage of reading skills than does the typical survey test [achievement test], which covers a broader range of areas in less detail' (Karlsen et al., 1986:5) . Secondly, the test contains some easy items because it 'places more emphasis on the low achiever' (Karlsen et al., 1986:5) .
The Brown Level of the SDRT which is recommended for learners in their eighth year of formal education was used in this study. The objective of the Auditory Vocabulary subtest is the recognition of 'words frequently found in reading materials' (Karlsen & Gardner, 1986:9) . The words of the 40 items are divided into three categories: Reading and Literature, Mathematics and Science, and Social Studies and the Arts. This subtest is dictated and provides information about the learners' language competence without requiring them to read . The administrator reads a sentence to the learners which they must complete by choosing one of three words that are also read to them. For example, 'Courteous means… (a) brave (b) polite (c) unusual'. The learner then marks their answer on an answer sheet. The Reading Comprehension subtest determines how well the learners can read different types of material . It requires both literal and inferential comprehension and differentiates between three types of reading: textual, functional and recreational. Literal comprehension refers to explicit meanings in the text while inferential comprehension requires the reader to draw conclusions about implicit meaning. Three different types of text are used: passages from grade-appropriate textbooks (textual reading), printed material encountered in everyday life (functional reading), and material that is read for pleasure (recreational reading). In the Brown level of this subtest, learners are required to read, independently and silently, a number of short passages, and answer the multiple-choice questions that follow. The learner is given 40 minutes within which to complete the subtest. The subtest consists of 30 literal and 30 inferential comprehension questions.
Procedure
Permission was obtained to collect data in the school from the Gauteng Department of Education and from the school principal and teachers. The learners were informed about the research and those who consented to participate were assessed at the end of their Grade Eight year. The assessment was conducted by researchers and class teachers in the classrooms who follow the administration instructions for the SDRT (Karlsen & Gardner, 1994) .
Results
The performance of the Grade Eight participants on the SDRT are summarised in the descriptive statistics for each independent variable and shown in Table 2 . As indicated in Table 2 , the highest mean score for the Vocabulary subtest was for the Female EFL subjects (M = 30.3, SD = 6.97). The lowest mean score was for the Female EAL subjects (M = 24.58, SD = 6.16). Similarly, the Female EFL subjects also achieved the highest mean score for the Comprehension subtest (M = 45.74, SD = 10.42), while the Male EAL subjects achieved the lowest mean score (M = 34.72, SD = 11.15). This indicates that EAL subjects performed more poorly than the EFL subjects.
The first research question concerned determination of the internal consistency of the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT. A reliability coefficient was calculated overall and for each group: EFL learners, EAL learners, Male learners, and Female learners. This was achieved using data about the number of items in the test, the variance of the total test, the proportion of items answered correctly, and the proportion of items answered incorrectly (Wolfaardt & Roodt, 2005) . Internal consistency estimates, indicated by Cronbach Coefficient Alphas, were calculated for both subtests of the SDRT. Table 3 indicates that, in this study, the SDRT displayed a high level of internal consistency (α = .77) overall (N = 631), as well as for female EAL learners (α = .84) and Male EAL learners (α = .82). However, only moderate levels of internal consistency were found for female EFL subjects (α = .63) and male EFL subjects (α = .60). While these are acceptable reliability estimates of internal consistency, the pattern does reflect the fact that the SDRT is aimed at low-achieving readers and, therefore, the consistency in its measurement for EFL learners would be expected to be less than for EAL learners whose English Language proficiency demonstrated greater variance.
The second and third research questions considered the difference in performance on the two subtests of the SDRT between the four groups of EFL and EAL learners, and Male and Female learners. The data was found to be suitable for parametric analysis through histograms, measures of central tendency and Kolmogorov-Smirnov Tests for Normality.
Results of the Factorial ANOVA with interaction indicated that for the Auditory Vocabulary subtest of the SDRT there was no significant difference between the performance of male and female subjects (F(1) = .07, p = .8). However, the difference between EFL and EAL subjects was highly significant (F(1) = 97.72, p < .0001). The interaction between the two independent variables (Gender and Home Language) was not significant (F(1) = 2.06, p = .15).
For the Reading Comprehension subtest of the SDRT there was a significant difference in the performance of male and female learners (F(1) = 14.65, p = .0001). The difference between the performance of EFL and EAL learners was also highly significant (F(1) = 85.81, p < .0001). The interaction between the two independent variables (Gender and Home Language) was not significant (F(1) = .11, p = .74).
A post-hoc analysis was conducted using the Tukey-Kramer adjustment for multiple comparisons to determine the specific differences between the four groups (see Tables 4 and  5 ). The results confirm the significant difference in the performance on the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT between the four groups of participants. The differences were mainly between the different language groups rather than the different genders within the language groups. There was a significant difference in the performance on the Comprehension subtest between female EFL and female and male EAL, and male EFL participants; between female EAL and female and male EFL, and male EAL learners; between male EFL and female EFL, female and male EAL learners; and between male EAL and female EAL, and male and female EFL learners. The fourth research question concerned the validity of the individual items of the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT. Item analysis commonly provides information about distractors, item difficulty, and item discrimination power (Murphy & Davidshofer, 2004) . In this study, item analysis was used to gain information about item difficulty and to investigate the difference in performance on individual items between the groups. This was achieved through a Chi-Square table analysis using the Fisher exact probability test, which provided the strictest probabilities.
According to Anastasi and Urbina (1997:193) , the 'difficulty of an item is defined in terms of the percentage (or proportion) of persons who answer it correctly.' Therefore, the higher the item difficulty index, the easier the item. Item difficulty indices were calculated for all 40 items of the Vocabulary subtest and all 60 items of the Comprehension subtest for each group: Female, Male, EFL, and EAL. Calculation of item difficulty also informs the ability of the item to differentiate between individual differences in level of attainment of what the test is assessing (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997) . For example, an item that was not answered correctly by any participants, or one that all participants get correct, is redundant because it provides no information about individual differences. No items were found to have an item difficulty index of 0 or 1.0, which means that all the items in both subtests allowed for some differentiation between individuals. Anastasi and Urbina (1997:193) note that 'the closer the difficulty level of an item approaches .50, the more differentiations the item can make.' However, Cohen and Swerdlik (2005) recommend a spread of items with levels of difficulty ranging from 0.40 to 0.70.
The validity of the two subtests was also determined through the observation of ceiling and floor effects, which indicated potential item bias. A ceiling effect occurs when an item produces a cluster of high scores indicating that the item is too easy (Gravetter & Forzano, 2003) . A floor effect indicates that an item is too difficult. Generally, ceiling and floor effects imply 'a basic incompatibility between the measurement procedure and the individuals measured' (Gravetter & Forzano, 2003:108) . Ceiling effects were identified for several items, particularly for the EFL learners. However, floor effects were also observed, particularly for the EAL learners. The following tables demonstrate the item difficulty indices of a number of choice items in the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests.
The results of the Chi-Square table analysis indicate that the EAL subjects performed significantly below the EFL subjects on 63% of the items in the Vocabulary subtest and 57% of the items in the Comprehension subtest. The females were significantly worse than males on item 17 of the Vocabulary subtest, but significantly better than males on items 1, 8, 13, 45, 46, 47, 52 and 58 of the Comprehension subtest. Table 7 indicates the Comprehension items in which one or more of the groups demonstrated an item difficulty index under 0.40. The differences in item difficulty indices between EFL and EAL learners are notable and indicate which items were more difficult for EAL than for EFL learners.
Discussion
The SDRT is an English Language Proficiency test standardised for the U.S. population. The value of the test, particularly for the South African context, is its emphasis on reading comprehension, with the focus on developing readers. This study investigated the reliability and validity of the Auditory Vocabulary and Reading Comprehension subtests of the SDRT for South African Grade Eight learners. The performance of English First Language (EFL) learners and English Additional Language (EAL) learners on both the subtests was determined and an analysis of individual items in both subtests was conducted. The results indicated a significant difference in performance between EFL and EAL learners. The extent to which these differences could be explained by the difficulty of individual items was investigated and items that were difficult for all the subjects were identified.
Overall, the Auditory Vocabulary and Reading Comprehension subtests were found to demonstrate adequate internal consistency (α = .77) indicating that they are generally reliable for use with South African Grade Eight learners. This is consistent with findings of the SDRT's reliability in the USA (SEDL Reading Resources, 2008) .
To investigate the difference in performance between EFL and EAL learners and male and female learners, a factorial Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests. There was a significant difference between the performance of EFL and EAL learners on both the Vocabulary (F(1) = 97.72, p < .0001) and Comprehension (F(1) = 85.81, p < .0001) subtests. This is consistent with international research indicating that EAL learners who have experienced subtractive bilingualism perform worse than their EFL peers (Ben-Zeev, 1984; Bournot-Trites & Tellowitz, 2002; Cummins, 1991; Low & Siegel, 2005; Menken & Kleyn, 2010; Miller, 1984) . In turn, this consistency with international results suggests that the SDRT is a sensitive and suitable measure of vocabulary and comprehension in both EFL and EAL learners in South Africa. There was no significant difference between the performance of male and female learners for the Vocabulary subtest (F(1) = .07, p = .8). This suggests that the males and females in this study may have relatively equal print exposure and equal ability in word recognition and identification. Only item 17 in the Vocabulary subtest was answered significantly better by males than females. The word tested in item 17 is 'elevated'. There is no obvious reason why the word 'elevated' was more familiar to the male learners.
The results of the Reading Comprehension subtest indicated that the male learners performed significantly below the female learners (F(1) = 14.65, p = .0001). This is consistent with research that has shown that males tend to present with language and reading difficulties more frequently than females (Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; Rutter, Caspi, Fergusson, Horwood, Goodman, Maughan, Moffitt & Carroll, 2004) . Inspection of the items that differed significantly between males and females did not reveal any suggestion of item bias on the basis of gender. Therefore, it may be assumed that these items indicate some of the difficulties with reading comprehension that males may experience. For example, both the male EFL and EAL learners performed significantly below female learners on items 13 and 47, which are inferential comprehension questions and require some knowledge about literacy conventions with reference to choosing a title for a text.
Another factor that could have influenced the performance of all the learners in the Reading Comprehension subtest is knowledge about answering comprehension and multiple-choice type questions. The answer is b, because the word 'south-eastern' was found in the sentence while the other choices were not found in the text. Therefore, it is possible to answer the question correctly without knowing anything about Pennsylvania or Mennonites. However, some learners may not know this technique and may panic when they see unfamiliar words and this could lead to poor performance.
An item analysis determining the item difficulty of the items in both the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests revealed that a number of items in the subtests demonstrated an item difficulty index of less than 0.40. The EAL learners scored significantly below the EFL learners on 25 of the 40 items in the Vocabulary subtest, ten of which were Reading and Literature words, eight were Mathematics and Science words, and seven were Social Studies and Art words. Thus, it seems that the greatest gap in the EAL learners' vocabulary was vocabulary commonly used in Reading and Literature such as 'infant' (item 16), 'mysterious' (item 37), and 'an heroic act' (item 40), which suggests that EAL learners may not read as much English literature as their EFL peers. This is not surprising considering that the Grade Eight EAL learners may not read English texts with the same ease as that of EFL learners. In addition, research has shown that parents' beliefs about their ability to help their children read may influence children's reading achievement (Lynch, 2002) . It is possible that, given South Africa's political and social past, the parents of EAL learners may be less able and willing to support their children's English reading development.
Access to reading materials might also impact on the EAL learners' exposure to, and proficiency with, English literature. Lukhele (2009) investigated the relationship between access to leisure reading materials and second language reading ability in her study exploring the relationships between reading attitudes, reading ability and academic performance among teacher trainees in Swaziland. She found a significant relationship between access to reading resources and reading ability so 'students who had better access to reading resources tended to perform better on the reading test' (Lukhele, 2009:137) . She highlighted that in Swazi society reading is primarily associated with education not leisure and that 'reading books for leisure is a most uncommon practice' (Lukhele, 2009:6) . Exposure to English literature is another factor that may cause South African EAL learners to demonstrate poorer English reading comprehension than EFL learners in the same Grade.
Item analysis of the subjects' performance on the Comprehension subtest revealed that there was a significant difference between the performance of EFL and EAL subjects for 34 items out of a total of 60 items. Scanning the content of these items indicated that many of the items for which there was a significant difference between EFL and EAL learners consisted of content that may be described as inappropriate for the South African context. For example, item 6 asks, 'How much would a senior citizen pay in the afternoon?' The four choices are: (e)75c (f) $2.00 (g) $2.50 (h) $3.50. The use of the dollar symbol is unfamiliar in South Africa but this may not be the reason that EAL learners did not get this item correct. The item requires comprehension of a cinema advertisement specifying the prices of tickets for different groups of people at different times. The differences in cost of tickets for the three groups of people (children, adults, and senior citizens) are differentiated by 'Before 5:00 P.M.' and 'After 5:00 P.M.' At first glance one might see the word 'After' and assume this was specifying the price of tickets in the afternoon. However, this is not the case, since the afternoon is before 5 P.M. This example illustrates the difficulty of identifying item bias because without a more detailed distractor analysis it is impossible to be certain about the reason why some individuals found this item difficult.
Nevertheless, there are several other items on which the EAL learners performed significantly below the EFL learners in which inappropriate content may be identified. Item 11 refers to a 'mitt' and item 12 refers to 'baseball', both of these terms may be unfamiliar to South African learners since baseball is not a sport that is popularly played in South Africa. However, such assumptions should be made with caution as South Africans are at different stages of Westernisation, urbanisation and literacy (Shuttleworth-Jordan, 1996) , so some EAL learners may have had exposure to baseball. Still, it is important that assessment measures be as relevant as possible to the population for which they are being used.
A further example of a text used in the Comprehension subtest that contains unsuitable content for South African learners is a passage about 'snowshoeing'. The passage refers to 'hunting boots', 'pine woods' and 'white hills', all of which would be unfamiliar to the majority of South African learners. Another passage about the Amish community in Pennsylvania is far removed from the context of South African learner and Item 48, which related to this passage, was only answered correctly by 46% of female EFL learners, 32% of male EFL learners, 27% of female EAL learners and 24% of male EAL learners. It seems possible that inappropriate content in some of the passages and questions in the Comprehension subtest might impact on the poorer performance of the EAL learners. This matter could be investigated further by conducting a distractor analysis that 'involves examining the frequency with which each incorrect response is chosen' (Murphy & Davidshofer, 1998:195) by the group tested. Distractors (incorrect responses) that are most commonly used may be identified, and if a testee has little or no conceptualisation of the content being tested, 'any distractor may be equally plausible' (Murphy & Davidshofer, 1998: 203) . Thus, by identifying distractors, content that is inappropriate for the South African context might have been better identified.
Evidence of poor English language proficiency may be indicated in the lower performance of EAL learners on Inferential Comprehension items in the subtest. For example, the EAL learners performed significantly below the EFL learners on the last seven questions, all of which were inferential questions relating to a passage about viewing a solar eclipse -a topic not unfamiliar to the learners. The sensitivity of the SDRT to the differences between the EAL and EFL learners suggests that it is a useful and appropriate instrument for determining the vocabulary and comprehension abilities of South African learners. It appears that the validity and reliability of the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests for South African learners remain intact despite there being a number of items that contain inappropriate content. Furthermore, the difference in performance between males and females on the Comprehension subtest seems to reflect research that has shown that reading difficulties are more predominant in males (Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; Rutter et al., 2004) .
Limitations of the study
The limitations of this study centre largely on possible confounding variables that were not investigated. It has been argued that the lower performance of the EAL learners on the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the SDRT is accounted for by the fact that they are second or additional language English speakers. This is certainly a reasonable argument to make given the function of the SDRT as an English language proficiency test. However, there are a number of other factors which may have influenced the performance of both the EFL and EAL learners. Variables such as socio-economic background, previous exposure to English and different reading materials, quality of previous schooling, practice with comprehension and multiple-choice type tests, and general cognitive and academic ability would significantly affect a person's success in a test of this nature, particularly in the context of South African education (Pretorius & Cummins, 2010) . Attempts were made to minimise the influence of many of these factors by selecting participants from the same school with similar socio-economic backgrounds and educational experiences. In addition, the participants all had at least five years of English medium education, which would mean that they would all have had exposure to comprehension and multiple-choice type tests. However, the generalisability of these results to other contexts in South Africa should be considered with caution due to the wide diversity of educational and language situations.
Theoretical and Practical Implications
The research makes a number of positive theoretical and practical contributions to the assessment of reading comprehension in South Africa. The study contributes to a growing body of research evaluating the use of standardised psychological and educational tests in multicultural contexts and suggests that the observed differences between performance by EAL and EFL are not artefacts of the assessment process and instrument used, but reflect real differences requiring further research to investigate their roots and implications for education in South Africa. The research highlights the prevalence of reading comprehension difficulties amongst learners, and in particular amongst male learners which could be accounted for by the amount of print exposure based on gender stereotypes as well as level of interest in reading, enjoyment of reading, personal and parents' self-perceptions about reading, and the school and peer culture related to reading (Bray & Barron, 2003; Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; Lynch, 2002; Poplin & Omar, 2001 ).
This study identified a number of items and passages in the Comprehension subtest of the Brown level of the SDRT that contain potentially inappropriate content for the South African context; this may also be the case in other countries, and it is recommended that content such as the dollar symbol, the passages about snowshoeing and the Amish community be adapted or substituted with more contextually relevant texts to promote the suitability of the SDRT in multicultural contexts. Awareness that inclusion of these items in the South African context may lead to poorer performance than expected from the standardised norms developed in other countries is essential and highlights the importance of a relevant comparison group.
In conclusion, this study has found the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests of the Brown level of the SDRT to effectively differentiate between individuals' English reading abilities for a sample of Grade Eight learners. Shuttleworth-Jordan's (1996) caution against the hasty abandonment of Westernised assessment measures is supported by this research. It is too easy to conclude that a test is unsuitable for use with a particular population because one group of individuals performs below another group, and, therefore, that the test is culturally irrelevant and may disadvantage the group. Indeed, a truly bias-free or culture-fair test for a diverse population such as that in South Africa may not be attainable, and a more appropriate focus should be on the extent to which a test is able to measure what it is intended to measure for different people, regardless of race, culture, and language.
